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In previous posts we have discussed some of the customs relating to Chanukah, in this post I 
wanted to address those customs connected to Simcha (joy) and do so by highlighting some 
rather unknown sources. Amongst the topics I will discuss are eating a seudah, dairy products, 





R. Eliezer Ashkenazi (1512-85) writes in the introduction to his classic work on Megliat 
Esther, Yosef Lekakh (first printed in Cremona, 1576), the reason that only on Purim do we 
celebrate with a seudah and not on Chanukah is because 
שעם היות שהמלחמה חשמונאי נצחה, ועל ידו היתה הרוחה אף גם זאת בהיותה על ידי מיתת כמה מישראל לא נס 
יגון ואנחה. מה שאין כן בזמן מרדכי ואסתר ובימיהם היתה נח מאויבהם והרוג בשונאיהם ואין שטן ואין פגע 
במחניהם ואיש לא עמד בפניהם 
 
 
What R. Eliezer Ashkenazi is saying is that since on Chanukah we suffered many causalities 
so we do not celebrate with a seudah as opposed to Purim where there were no casualties. 
 
The R. Mordechi Yaffa (1530-1612) in his Levush gives a different reason why there is no 
seudah on Chanukah: 
ומפני שלא נמסרו ישראל באותו זמן ביד מושל אחד שהיה מושל עליהם להריגה כמו שהיה בימי המן אלא שבא 
האויבים עליהם למלחמה ואל בקשו אלא הכנעה ולהיות ידם תקופה על ישראל ולהבערים על דתם כידוע ממעשה 
אנטיוכס שלא גזר עליהם להרוג ולהשמיד רק צרות ושמדות כדי להמיר דתם 
Meaning that since on Purim there was no option to convert as opposed to Chanukah so 
therefore Chanukah was not as bad as Purim and we do not celebrate with a seudah. [Much 
has been written on this Levush but we will have to deal with this on a different occasion.] 
 
 
Many Rishonom hold there is no obligation to eat a seudah and that is what the Mechaber in 
Shulchan Orach writes ריבו הסעודות שמרבים בהם הם סעודת הרשות שלא קבעום למשתה ושמחה 
 
The Rambam (Hilcos Chanukah Perek Gimel Halacha gimel), however, writes: 
ומפני זה התקינו חכמים שבאותו הדור שיהיו שמונת הימים האלו שתחלתן מליל חמשה ועשרים בכסלו ימי שמחה 
והלל 
At first glance it does not appear that the Rambam is saying one has to eat a seudah rather its 
just days of "simcha and joy." However, R. Zev Boskowitz (1740-1809) in his work Seder 
Hamishana (recently printed from manuscript in 1989) writes the Rambam in fact means a 
seudah is required and furthermore such a seudah would considered a seudas mitzvah. 
 
 
While until now, we have been parsing the words of the Rambam to locate an authority that 
holds there is an obligation to have a seuda, other Rishonim write straight out that there is an 
obligation to eat a seudah on Chanukah amongst them, Rashaba (vol 1, Siman 699) Tosofos 
(Tanis 18b), Marshal and Chanukas Habayis (p. 71). Additionally, R. Yeshuah Ibn Shu’eib, a 
  1talmid of the Rashaba, in Ibn Shu'eib's Derashot al HaTorah (first printed in Istanbul, 1523 - 




Some have used the Megilas Antioches [2] to adduce a seudah obligation on Chanukah. The 
Megilas Antioches (first printed in Mantau 1557 and typically dated sometime between the 
2nd and 5th centuries of the Common Era, for more see the sources in note 2) describes 
Chanukah as ימי משתה ושמחה thus, according to some, the "משתה" would obligate a meal. But, 
this line in Megilas Antioches is only found in the Hebrew translations, whereas in the older 
Aramaic versions it only says שמחה and is lacking the key word משתה 
 
 
2. Instruments and Jokes. 
 
 
As far as other aspects of Simcha on Chanukah in the Sefer Hamaskil (end of the 13th 
century) from the nephew of the Rosh, writes that although during the rest of the year it is 
prohibited to tell jokes (pg 12) or play musical instruments (pg. 22) on Chanukah it is 




3. Maseh Yehudis and eating Dairy products. 
 
 
Rabenu Bechayu (lived at the end of the 13th century) writes in his work Kad haKemach (first 
printed in Istanbul, 1515) that וכן דרשו ז"ל בנס חנוכה שהיה על ידי משתה. It is unclear, however, 
what the source in Chazal for this statement is. R. Chaim Bright in his pirish on the Kad 
haKemach called Tzipchas Hasheman (first published in the Lvov, 1880 edition of the Kad 
haKemach) brings that the source for Rabenu Bachayu is the sefer Maseh Yehudis (Book of 
Judith) [3] as part of what she did was tied to food. Specifically, Yehudis gave the enemy 
General Holofernes food and then proceeded to cut off his head.(p. 92) All this could be 
another possible source to make a seudah on Chanukah. The truth is the story of Yehudis is 
the source for another Halacha related to Chanukah and food. The Ramah writes some eat 
milchig (dairy) products as the miracle (of Yehudis) came about thru dairy products. Much 
has been gathered on this topic just to add one more source, R. Avrohom Saba (1440-1508) in 
his work on Megilas Esther, Eshkol Hakofer, (p. 40) writes 
כמו שאמרו בירושלמי על בתו של ר' יוחנן שהי' בימי היונים וגזרו על כל בתולה שתבעל להגמון תחלה... ויהי 
כאשר נתפסה בתו של ר' יוחנן להבעל להגמון אמרה לו שקודם שישכב עמה היא רוצית שיאכלו וישתו ביחד 
והאכילתו תבשיל של גבינה... ונרדם והוציאה סכין... ונעשה נס לישראל... ולכן תקנו לאכול תבשיל גבינה בחנוכה 
זכר לאותו נס. 
The Chanukas haBayis also writes to eat Milchigs (p. 136). Chaim Chemerinsky [early 
1900’s] also writes that in his home they specifically ate dairy products during their seudah on 
Chanukah (Eiyuriti Motele p. 181). [4] 
 
 
However, it is not so clear if one can use the sefer Maseh Yehudis as a source because many 
write the event in question did not even happen during Chanukah. The Meor Eynaim (end of 
ch 51), R. Yehudah Aryeh Modena (Shulchan Orach, p. 83), R. Yakov Emden (Meor 
Uketziah beginning of Hal. Chanukah) and the Orach Hashulchan (siman 670, 8) all write the 






Another food eaten by Jews on Chanukah is Seufgoniot (doughnuts). In Eretz Yisroel they 
start selling them a month before Chanukah and incredible amounts of these sefgoniot are 
sold each year. This custom also has very early sources just to mention two of them. R. 
Mamion the father of the Rambam writes[5] 
אין להקל בשום מנהג ואפילו מנהג קל. ויתחייב כל נכון לו עשית משתה ושמחה ומאכל לפרסם הנס שעשה השם 
יתברך עמנו באותם הימים. ופשט המנהג לעשות סופגנין, בערבי אלספינג, והם הצפחיות בדבש ובתרגום 
האיסקריטין הוא מנהג הקדמונים משום שהם קלויים בשמן לזכר ברכתו - כלומר לנס שבפך שמן 
[Additionally, from this source, it appears from this that R. Mamion holds one should make a 
seudah on Chanukah.] Another early source who writes that people used to eat these סופגנין on 
Chanukah is R. Kalnomus Ben Kolumnus (1286 - died after 1328) in his Even Habochen (p. 





Based on the words of R, Mamion it’s easy to understand how the minhag of eating latkes 
came about as they are fried in oil as R. Maimon's highlights that the sufganiyot are "fried in 
oil." 
 
Pauline Wengeroff records in her excellent memoir, Rememberings: "On the fifth night my 
mother invited all our friends and relatives…. The Invitation read, 'You are invited for 
latkes.'" It’s very likely that this is the food described by R. D. Sassoon in his travels that 
people in Baghdad ate on Chanukah (Maseh Bavel p. 183). 
 
 
6. Getting drunk and Cross-dressing 
 
 
Besides for eating elaborate seudos and special foods we find other methods of entertainment 
that Jews did on Chanukah. R. Kalnomus Ben Kolumnus writes in his Even Habochen (p. 30) 
that people used to get drunk. The Sefer Hamaskil (end of the 13th century) [6] indicates that 
although he strongly disapproves of the customs, there was a custom to cross-dress on 
Chanukah. He writes: 
טובה תנחל ושלוה תירש אם תשמור מלאו דלא ילבש גבר שמלת אשה כגון בחורים הנותנים צעיך בראשיהם 
ולובשים בגדי נשים בחנוכה... ואל תהיה כאחד מהם בדבר הרע הזה ואפילו אם תעשהו לשם מצוה יצא השכר 
בהפסד 
 
Meaning do not this terrible sin of cross dressing on Chanukah. [7] 
 
 
7. Card Playing 
 
 
Another pastime observed on Chanukah was card playing. [8] Professor M. Breuer brings 
early sources for card playing on Chanukah (Ohelei Torah p. 355). R. Yehudah Aryeh 
  3Modena writes about himself in his autobiography how "during Chanukah of the year 5355 
(1594) Satan fooled me into playing games of chance causing me no small amount of 
damage.” (The Autobiography of a Seventeenth Century Venetian Rabbi, p. 97). R. Yakov 
Emden writes against this custom in his Meor Uketziah which he says people used to do on 
Chanukah [introduction to hilchos Chanukah and end of siman 670]. 
 
Eliezer Friedman [1870’s] describes in his memoirs (Zikhronos, Tel Aviv, 1926) how his 
grandfather, an old litvack taught him one Chanukah exactly how to play cards (p. 61). 
 
 
Both Chaim Chemerinsky (Eiyruti Motele pp. 43, 178) and Pauline Wengeroff (op. cit., pp. 
65-6) elaborately describe the card games that used to take place in their homes on Chanukah. 
R.M. Braver describes in his autobiography [mid 1800’s] how in Galicia the yeshiva boys 
used to waste their whole Chanukah playing cards (Zecronot Av U'beno p. 67). His son, R. A. 
Braver in his autobiography also describes the card games that used to take place in Galicia 
on Chanukah (pp. 244-45). Elsewhere in his book he describes when the month of Kislev 






Another game played by Jews until today is Dreidel although it’s unclear from where it came 
from but some sources of playing this game are: M. Zlotkin printed an autobiography from a 
Litvish Rav (available here) who supposedly lived in the time of the Vilna Goan who writes 
how how in an effort to try to connect to the children on Chanukah he used to give them 
Dreidels (pp. 244- 245). In 1824 an extremely cynical parody work was printed called Sefer 
Kundes [in a future post I hope to write an elaborate post on this work] it describes things 
found in the pocket of a kundes – a trickster one of the items is a dreidel [In 1997, M. Zalkin 
thru the Dinur Center printed a critical edition of this very rare work, see p. 48]. 
 
R. Y. Weiss brings that the Chasam Sofer used to play dreidel on the first night (Eleph Kesav 
p. 145) Pauline Wengeroff writes that another popular game on Chanukah was dreidel (op. 
cit., p. 66). R. A. Braver in his autobiography writes before Chanukah they used to prepare 
their dreidels (p. 231) Later on he describes exactly how the game was played (p. 244). 
 
 
R. Y. Falk in his Choshvei Machshovos (printed in 1970), an excellent unknown work on 
minhaghim writes a few reasons for playing dreidel on Chanukah at the end he writes 
מה שמשחקין בחנוכה בדרעדרל כי אי' בספרים שהאותיות נגה"ש שכותבים עליו הוא ר"ת נס גדול הי' שם וי"ל 
משום שראו חכמים שבאותו דור שהנס של חנוכה התחיל להתמעט בעיני העולם על כל קבעו מסמרות והנהיגו 
לעשות דרעדרל ולכתוב עליו נגה"ש שהוא ר"ת... להזכיר ולעורר בני ישראל שלא יוקטן בעיניהם הנס של חנוכה 






Some recent sources on these topics [just to whet ones appetite]: 
 
[1] On eating a Seudah on Chanukah See; R. S. Shick, Seder Haminhagim p. 32b; Eleph 
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Kesav, 1, p. 37 ; M. Rafeld in Minhaghei Yisroel, vol. 5, pp. 85-101; R. Nosson D. 
Rabinowitz, Benue Shnos Dor Vdor pp. 47-48; Moadim Lisimcha pp. 230-252; Pardes Eliezer 
pp. 463- 556; Chazon Ovadiah pp. 15-18. 
 
[2] On this point see: R. Nosson D. Rabinowitz, Benue Shnos Dor Vdor pp.140-142 :M. 
Rafeld in Minhaghei Yisroel, vol. 5, pp. 85-86; Moadim Lisimcha pp 258- 259; R. M. Leiter, 
Mamlechet Kohanim pp. 56,117-19. 
 
On this Megilah in general see R. M. Strashun, Mivchar Kesavim p. 144; N. Fried in 
Minhaghei Yisroel, vol. 5, pp. 102-20; Areshet vol.4 p. 166; R. Nosson D. Rabinowitz, Benue 
Shnos Dor Vdor pp. 121- 151; R. M. Leiter, Mamlechet Kohanim pp. 40-159. 
 
[3] On Maseh Yehudis in general see R. Nosson D. Rabinowitz, Benue Shnos Dor Vdor pp. 
80-105 (especially p. 109); Moadim Lisimcha pp. 276-312; Chasmunu Ubobov pp. 114-129; 
R. M. Leiter, Mamlechet Kohanim pp. 359-442. 
 
[4] For more on eating Milchigs see Moadim Lisimcha, pp. 286-292; Pardes Eliezer, pp. 557-
581. 
 
[5] On this statement of R. Mamion see S. Abramson, Rav Nissim Goan p. 328. 
 
[6] On the Sefer Hamaskil see the excellent article by R. M. M. Honig, Yerushcanu, 1, pp. 
196-240. 
 
[7] On cross dressing and yom tovim see the excellent forthcoming article of Y. Speigel. 
 
[8] On card playing in general see; I. Davidson, Parody in Jewish Literature, pp.148-151;Y. 
Rivkind, Yiddishe Gelt; A. Shochet, Em Chelufei Tekufos (pp. 40-41) ; L. Landman 
J.Q.R.Vol. 57, No.4.(Apr.,1967) pp. 298-318 and J.Q.R.Vol. 58, No.1.(Jul.,1967) pp.34-62. 